Lung cancer screening is a test to determine whether you have lung cancer. The goal is to detect it early. To be called screening, the test must be done when you are healthy and have no symptoms of lung cancer. You can think of this like a colonoscopy which is a test for colon cancer. People get a colonoscopy when they are healthy and when they have no symptoms of colon cancer. It is important to understand that screening for lung cancer will not prevent lung cancer, but it may help detect the cancer at an early stage where it might be more treatable.
There are a number of ways to screen for lung cancer, some are offered now and others are being developed. The most common lung cancer screening test used today is called a CT scan. With CT screening you pass through a doughnut shaped machine that uses radiation to take pictures of your lungs.
Other lung cancer screening tests are being developed which entail a blood test. These tests involve giving a sample of your blood using a normal blood draw.
There are also lung cancer screening tests being developed that use the air or mucus that comes out of your lungs. These tests involve breathing into a tube or spitting into a bottle.
For most of these tests, you would need to schedule an appointment and go to a clinic like any other doctor visit.
Although lung cancer screening has been going on for some time, there are still a number of things that we don't know about the tests. First, though lung cancer screening tests can find cancer early, only recently has there been evidence that screening will help you live longer than if you did not have the screening test. We still do not know specifically how many or which people will benefit from the screening.
In addition, there are some downsides to being screened. For example, as with any screening test, when you are screened for lung cancer, it is possible that you will experience an abnormal result that is not cancer. But to determine that it is not cancer the doctor has to do more follow up tests such as a biopsy or repeat screening. Also, the radiation that is used in screening, especially repeated screening, might be harmful.
The scenario given below describes what lung cancer screening might be like. Please select the button that best describes how likely it is that you would be screened in this situation.
Remember that a "false positive" screening result is one where some abnormality of the lung is discovered, but the abnormality is not cancer. However, further testing, for example a biopsy, might be needed to determine if it is or is not cancer.
